Overview
The HOPE Foundation (HOPE) commissioned the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to conduct an exploratory study of the implementation and impact of the Courageous Leadership Academy (CLA). In this report, we introduce the school reform model, describe the study methodology, present findings for each of the three research questions explored, and discuss the implications for the intervention and additional research. This school reform model builds on the principles in Failure is Not an Option (FNO) Six Principles to structure and inform the thoughtful development and use of School Leadership Teams (SLT) functioning as professional learning communities (PLC) and embedded professional development to build school staff as change leaders. The FNO Six Principles 1 are:
1. Developing core mission, vision, values, and goals 2. Ensuring achievement for all students: Systems for intervention and prevention 3. Collaborative teaming focused on teaching and learning 4. Using data to guide decision making and continuous improvement 5. Gaining active engagement from family and community 6. Building sustainable leadership capacity CLA involves a three-phase process of (1) taking stock, learning the FNO Six Principles, and building a professional learning community; (2) developing and implementing a plan to improve instruction; and (3) institutionalizing the practices (see Exhibit 1). Full implementation is designed to occur over three years, and involves selected staff from participating schools working across the district and within their home schools.
The first step is to develop an accurate understanding of the current state of readiness, needs, and goals in the district as well as the commitment of district and site leadership to provide resources to support full implementation. After setting goals in the first CLA session, the leadership team revisits Instructional SMART Goal checkpoints, held during each of the four CLA sessions per year. 2 Each school leadership team, facilitated by HOPE faculty, identifies high priority Instructional SMART Goals, and discusses data and progress towards their goals. A critical agenda item at this meeting is to monitor progress of the CLA participants and make customized adjustments, as indicated by their data.
In the first year, -CLA I,‖ school leadership teams from participating schools join into a districtwide professional learning community to learn together about the FNO Six Principles and work together implementing them. The four professional learning sessions that year cover: (1) setting the stage for accelerated learning; (2) focusing on collaborative teaming and instruction; (3) building a professional development (PD) plan and communicating progress; and (4) reflecting on what participants have learned and reporting results.
In the second year, -CLA II,‖ school leadership teams integrate additional tools and strategies in planning at their schools. The school leadership teams usually consists of 5-8 members, including the principal and department leads (in middle and high schools), and other teachers identified as leaders by the district and site administrators along with HOPE faculty. The four professional learning sessions that year cover: (1) becoming a high performing team; (2) engaging in collegial practices for instructional improvements; (3) communicating progress monitoring; and (4) maintaining FNO Six Principles to sustain high performing teams.
In the third year, -CLA III,‖ the school leadership teams work on institutionalizing the learning and structures developed the previous year. The four professional learning sessions that year cover: (1) leading the school's PLC; (2) facilitating change to achieve commitment; (3) sustaining leadership across the school and district; and (4) sustaining the collegial culture. Each professional learning session lasts a full school day (≈8am-3pm), and is led by two HOPE faculty members: a faculty lead and a project lead. The faculty lead is responsible for facilitating the CLA session, while the project lead coordinates the planning and facilitation of the session in addition to working with the district and site administrators to provide ongoing support.
The HOPE Foundation faculty work closely with leadership teams from multiple schools within the district, and supports the leadership teams in developing staff in their home schools.
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The anticipated ultimate outcome of CLA is improved student achievement. CLA is designed to improve student achievement by creating a collaborative professional community that functions to improve instruction and school climate. Therefore, changes in teacher collaboration, instruction, and other conditions for learning could be considered proximal outcomes. In the 2009-10 school year, HOPE staff began administering this survey to school leadership team members in CLA schools twice annually, once in Fall 2009 (-pre-test‖ survey) and once in Spring 2010 (-post-test‖ survey) . Because all the schools in the sample have been implementing the CLA for at least a year before the FNO was administered, we could not consider either survey a -pre-test‖, since neither were administered before implementation. Therefore, we focused only on the -post-test‖ survey administered in Spring 2010.
Exhibit 1: Courageous Leadership Academy Theory of Action
As with any study using extant data, interpretations are limited by the nature of the data. For example, a pre-intervention measure of the FNO Readiness Survey was not available, so it is not possible to look at changes in understanding and use of CLA over time, or to make conclusive statements about causality. Because the study was limited to existing measures, some aspects of implementation and types of outcomes (e.g., schoolwide changes in conditions for learning) could not be analyzed in this exploratory study. 4 While there are currently 40 schools in the Mansfield Independent School District, only the 34 schools with FNO survey data and with student data from 2008-09 and 2009-10 were included. Appendix 4 contains demographic information on Mansfield ISD, and Texas. 5 Note that some schools which opened after CLA began started using CLA somewhat later than the rest of their cohort. See Appendix 2 for a brief summary of the sample. 6 Information on scale reliability was not available.
For student achievement data, Mansfield ISD provided AIR with student level data sets for six years: 2004-05, 2005-06, 2006-07, 2007-08, 2008-09 and 2009-10 . The student data included the students' school name, grade, and the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) mathematics and reading scores. In Texas, students are tested in grades 3-12. Therefore, we had test score data for grades 3-4 in elementary schools, 5-6 for intermediate schools, 7-8 for middle schools, and 9-12 for high schools.
These scores were provided in three formats: raw score, scale score, and a -met standard‖ indicator variable. Many studies of school reforms use scale scores as their outcomes. In this case, changes in the scaling in 2009-10 complicate longitudinal analysis of scale scores. The percent proficient metric, which is calculated determining the percent of students in the school who -met standards‖ is acceptable for longitudinal analysis.
7 Therefore, this analysis used two percentage based proficiency measures: percent of the school proficient in reading and percent proficient in mathematics. If a student has met the state standard in mathematics or reading, then the state assumes -student has learned, understood, and is able to apply the important concepts and skills expected at each tested grade level. First, this study looks at progress towards building a professional learning community, using data from the FNO Readiness Survey. Scores on this survey indicate readiness in terms of (1) Knowledge and Skills Development and (2) Commitment and Action. 7 Percent proficient is not affected by the change in the scale schools. For example, if the original scale range was 200-1500 (range) and had a "proficient" cutpoint of 1100, and the rescaled scale range was200-800 with a cutpoint of 650, a student who achieved just above the cutpoint (was "proficient") with a score of 1100 on the first scale would have earned a score of 650 (was "proficient") on the second scale. The learner has had some experience with the concept and exhibits application in their work.
Infused into the Work Culture 37 to 48
The learner is at a high level of integration and has incorporated a concept and skill into their repertoire.
Commitment/Action
Level & Scores
Willingness Level Descriptions Direction to begin process 12 or less
The leader needs explicit direction to understand and apply the concept. Their current ability level can develop further with direct instruction and short-term goalsfollowed by observation and feedback.
Coaching and mediation to practice and learn
to 24
The leader is about to take some initiative for facilitating and engaging others, supported by dialogue and feedback from a coaching relationship. This could be part of a team effort or one-on-one coaching depending, on the circumstances.
Support and follow-up to sustain progress 25 to 36
The leader has successfully implemented new practices and exhibited a high level of commitment to the shared purpose and mission.
Check-points to maintain and continually improve 37 to 48
The leader has advanced to a level of independence. Looking across groups of schools, we find that Cohort 2 schools appeared to be more consistent about implementing at high levels. This may appear counterintuitive, given that Cohort 1 had an additional year to reach high levels of implementation. We suggest-but cannot test with this data set-several possible explanations: Cohorts are confounded with school level. The higher level of implementation for Cohort 2 might reflect differences in implementation in elementary school (Cohort 2) versus intermediate, middle, and high school (Cohort 1). Educational research suggests that implementing reforms is more difficult in middle and high schools than in elementary schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2005) . To test this hypothesis, additional analysis might look at CLA implementation in districts where cohorts are not defined by school levels. If this is the issue, HOPE might consider additional measures to support implementation in upper school levels.
Early implementers might lose energy after several years of implementation. CLAs require substantial commitment and work on the part of the school leadership teams and other staff. It may be that after several years, schools lag in their effort. To test this hypothesis, additional analysis might look at the Mansfield schools in 2010-11. If Cohort 2 shows a drop in implementation, this would reinforce the hypothesis. If this is the issue, HOPE might consider strategies to maintain and build enthusiasm at this critical juncture.
A related hypothesis is that the district-and perhaps the HOPE Foundation-improved processes and tools for implementation between the Cohort 1 and Cohort 2. Thus, the second cohort would benefit from the learning experiences of the first. The HOPE Foundation may have information about the evolution of their tools and processes which lend credence to this hypothesis. If this is the issue, then the patterns of implementation would suggest that changes to processes and tools were, in fact, improvements, and would validate HOPE's current direction.
Research Question 2: Does higher level of implementation correspond to higher achievement?
School reform research typically shows that level of implementation moderates effects. Therefore, this study examines whether there is a relationship between the level of implementation and student outcomes. Using the data described in Research Question 1 and percent proficient metrics in mathematics and reading 9 , we considered the relationship between level of implementation and student achievement. Table 2 .2 shows the corresponding data for reading test percent proficient. In both tables, the period of CLA implementation is highlighted. That is the period in which one would expect the implementation measure to most strongly correlate to achievement. Finally, we examined the relationship between specific questions on the FNO Readiness Survey and achievement, to explore the relationships among those items most closely related to teacher community and student achievement. We took a closer look at the relationship between Failure is Not an Option © (FNO) Readiness Survey questions that asked specifically about professional learning communities (questions 5, 10 and 12), which is the heart of the CLA model, and Cohort 2 schools, which appear to be the stronger implementers.
The survey asks respondents how much do they agree or disagree with the following statements (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree):
Question 5: Teachers and administrators are competent in working with one another to continuously build and sustain Professional Learning Communities, focused on instructional improvement.
Question 10: Teachers as learners consciously practice collaborative problem solving to improve professional learning outcomes.
Question 12: Effective team strategies are used for continual team learning and improvement which are monitored over time to assess progress and inform next steps. 
Findings
Cohort 2 schools (which on average had higher levels of implementation than Cohort 1) that had agreed more with these questions also had higher levels of proficiency in mathematics and reading (See tables 2.3 and 2.4). These data are correlation and cannot establish a causal relation. However, they suggest that there may be a testable relationship between the development of professional learning communities and student achievement, which is consistent with some other research (Bryk & Driscoll, 1988; Lee & Smith, 1995 . A study that looks prospectively at this relationship, with a rigorously matched comparison group, could provide a clearer picture of whether CLA professional learning communities, done well, improve student achievement, and if combined with meditational analyses and/or qualitative data may help unpack the reason for such a relationship.
The relationship between implementation and achievement was generally strong. Since the sample size was small, we did not expect to see statistically significant effects, even with very high correlations. During the years of implementation, correlations between implementation and mathematics achievement ranged from 0.25 to 0.60; during these same years, correlations between implementation and reading achievement ranged from -0.46 to 0.57.
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For Cohort 1, implementation (measured in Spring 2010) had consistent, strong correlations with mathematics achievement (measured each year from 2005-2010). For Cohort 2, implementation correlated with mathematics achievement better after CLA implementation than before. For Cohort 1, implementation correlated with reading achievement better before CLA implementation than after. For Cohort 2, implementation consistently correlated strongly with reading achievement. For Cohort 2, schools that have agreed more with questions related to professional communities also had higher levels of proficiency in mathematics and reading.
Correlations of extant data are particularly susceptible to misinterpretation. In cases where the implementation (measured in Spring 2010) correlated strongly with achievement over the sixyear span, the direction of causality is especially unclear. It is possible that schools with high achievement are more open to implementing CLA than schools with low achievement. To truly test causality, it is important to conduct a prospective study using random or well matched comparison groups, and to consider pre-and post-measures of both the implementation and outcome variables. The case where the relationship between implementation and achievement is strongest in the implementation period (Cohort 2, mathematics) suggests the possibility that strong implementation relates to higher achievement. Again, a strong prospective study would provide more confidence in the findings.
Research Question 3: Has student achievement improved?
Ultimately, the goal of CLA is to improve student learning and achievement through improved professional community and teaching. To explore this question, the study examined changes in test scores in schools implementing CLA. However, the CLA approach targets areas which research suggests have the greatest likelihood of eventually improving learning. For example, research on the social organization of schools found that professional community-shared responsibility, collective decision making, common values-when focused on student learning relates to instruction and achievement (Newmann & Associates, 1996) . Researchers also found relationships between organizational conditionssuch as teacher collaboration, teacher teams, principal support for teachers, flexible schedulingand student achievement (Bryk & Driscoll, 1988; Lee & Smith 1995 . One -bottom line‖ emerges from this research on effective schools and organizations: instruction matters most, and other changes (e.g., leadership, resources) also relate to student achievement when they facilitate changes in instruction (Gamoran et al., 2000) .
Further research might follow two paths: (1) examine student outcomes after four, five, or more years of implementation and (2) examine effects of CLA on instructional strategies and other conditions for learning proven to relate to student achievement. Neither body of data was available for this exploratory study.
It is also important to note that Cohort 2 began the study with very high levels of achievement in both subjects, and Cohort 1 began with very high levels of achievement in reading. It is possible that there is a ceiling effect; test scores were so high that it would be difficult to achieve higher regardless of the intervention. This is not atypical for studies using TAKS data. Future research might look at CLA achievement using other tests, to determine the degree to which a ceiling effect limits apparent impact.
Discussion
This exploratory study suggests that implementation of the CLA is generally strong, and that there may be a causal relationship between implementation and student outcomes. It is too early in the implementation to conclude that CLA improves student outcomes, and this exploratory study was not designed to make causal inferences or to make a definitive statement on impact.
Based on these preliminary findings, we suggest that a prospective study might provide more conclusive findings. This study should include pre-and post-intervention measures of implementation, should look at outcomes of the intervention after three years of implementation, and should use qualitative data to further explore the processes through which the intervention may affect the outcomes. Future research might also build on these preliminary findings by using more rigorous causal designs. For example, using carefully matched comparison groups-or even randomly assigning schools to CLA or a control condition-could provide a stronger case for the impact of CLA.
Finally, in addition to looking at student impact more rigorously, further research on CLA might look more closely at the less concrete, but still critically important, impacts on school and district functioning and culture. According to district staff, and verified by U.S. Department of Education statistics, the district has undergone greater-than-average growth in its school population (see Appendix 4). Not only was Mansfield's student population growth faster than the state average, but the district growth in students at risk (disadvantaged, limited English proficient, and/or minority students) was somewhat greater than the state average. The district feels that CLA was instrumental in building community and effective professional relationships under particularly trying circumstances. Additional research could explore the role of CLA in building community and the ways in which that may contribute to more effective district and school functioning. There is a consistency in daily activities, policies, processes, and priorities, reflecting the uniqueness of the school in support of their autonomy. Schools are also accountable for results and contribute towards a common and coherent focus as a district-wide system.
What does this look like?
 A representative stakeholder group is involved in the process of creating a mission statement.  Mission, Vision, Values, and Goals are created through a process of consensus.  The Mission, Vision, and Values guide decisions at all levels within the system.  Actions and outcomes align with and support goals, values, and mission.  There is an established communication process among and between schools to support and sustain system-wide efforts to accelerate student achievement.
Principle 2: Ensuring Achievement for ALL Students: Systems for Prevention and Intervention
What does this mean?
Through a system-wide learning community, the process of designing and sustaining a continuum of support and instructional interventions for all students is developed and implemented. This includes School Improvement Plans (SIP) that identifies targeted priorities for instructional interventions and professional development plans that support implementation and monitor results.
What does this look like?
 There are structures and processes to support capacity to build and sustain Professional Learning Communities (PLCs), focused on instructional improvements.  Professional development supports building teacher capacity for instructional intervention strategies and expanding teachers' repertoires.  Communication of student data between schools and with parents/guardians supports the development of learner-focused, instructional improvement plans for all students.  Schools, as a community, share the responsibility for closing the achievement gaps and ensuring success for all students.
Principle 3: Collaborative Teaming Focused on Teaching and Learning
Faculty and staff focus their collegial conversations and ongoing professional learning on teaching practices to ensure academic success for all students. PLCs working collaboratively to improve teaching practices, is the norm. Professional structures such as school improvement teams, faculty/department meetings, networks and committees -provide the opportunities for collaboration. Processes provide the guidance and support to ensure its effectiveness.
What does this look like?
 Teachers regularly open their classrooms to other teachers as opportunities to learn and improve their practice.  SLTs display the characteristics of high performing teams and knowingly utilize structures and processes to support their team work.  Effective team strategies used for continual team learning and improvement are monitored over time to assess progress and inform next steps.  Collaborative problem-solving is embraced and seen as a vehicle to improve outcomes for every teacher and learner.
Principle 4: Using Data to Guide Decision Making and Continuous Improvement
Decisions to identify instructional priorities are based on analyzing multiple sources of data. School Improvement Plans are informed, and progress monitored for targeted instructional interventions. This process includes professional collaborations to continually assess results and make adaptations with instructional strategies, as indicated.
What does this look like?
 Baseline data are used to identify SMART Goals as part of the instructional improvement planning process.  Strategies are implemented and data collected using established procedures and protocols to monitor and evaluate progress.  Decisions to revise, refine, or continue with instructional interventions are based on data analysis and the process for continuous improvement.  Examining student work and observing teaching practices provides data, to continually inform instructional planning and professional development, is the norm.
Principle 5: Gaining Active Engagement from Family and Community
School staff understands the importance of building positive relationships with their students' families. Staff gains a common understanding of conditions that affect students' learning and strategies for reaching out to the family and community to engage them in supporting their students' learning. There is a shared understanding of the importance of building a partnership focused on the education of their child in addition to the traditional parent volunteer role.
What does this look like?
 Communication practices between home and school are developed and utilized.  Parents/guardians are represented in the School Improvement Plan process and are kept informed regarding baseline data and progress monitoring of results.  A visible presence of school staff collaborating within the community is apparent.  Family and community are involved in the school in a variety of ways that actively supports student learning.
Principle 6: Building Sustainable Leadership Capacity
Leadership extends beyond the formal school leader and is recognized as a means of ensuring commitment to sustain a long term vision. Lateral leadership is valued and strengthened as a means to implement and sustain changes that continually improve student achievement.
What does this look like?
 There is a shared understanding of an established set of procedures, protocols, and resources to support continuous improvement over time.  Job embedded professional development, to support courageous leadership development, at all levels of the school system, is part of the culture.  Professional structures such as teams, networks, and committees, are audited to identify current collaborations including recommendations to review roles, membership, responsibilities, and impact.  A plan for leadership succession is in place to assure sustainability of the established, collaborative culture. 
